Coaching the Executive Team 

How to Give Performance Feedback on Sensitive Issues
I. A Coach Approach     [image: image1.wmf]
What a coach does: 
Coaching gets people from where they are now to where they want to be. Working with a coachee, a coach facilitates performance improvement by:

· Setting ‘stretch’ goals

· Formulating an action plan

· Partnering for accountability

· Giving honest, critical feedback that positively impacts performance.

Coaching is not:

· Counseling or therapy

· Consulting or advising

· Training.

Who uses a coach?

Coaches are everywhere these days. Companies hire them to shore up executives or, in some cases, to ship them out. Division heads hire them as change agents. Workers at all levels of the corporate ladder, fed up with a lack of advice from inside the company, are taking matters into their own hands and enlisting coaches for guidance on how to improve their performance, boost their profits, and make better decisions about everything from personnel to strategy.

FORTUNE MAGAZINE
Why are organizations turning to coaching?[image: image2.wmf]
SHRM’s HR Magazine reported in November 2002 that the most common reasons organizations used coaching were for leadership development, skill development, style differences, retaining top talent, succession planning, or to ensure success of a new hire. Pre-termination counseling was by far the least common use.

Coaching is shaking off its ‘remedial’ image. In business as in sports, it is people at the top of their game who benefit most from coaching.

Does coaching get results?                                            [image: image3.wmf]
Recent studies report that coaching is produces significant ROI.

The Bottom Line: Coaching produced a 529% return on investment and significant intangible benefits to the business. Including the financial benefits from employee retention boosted the overall ROI to 788%. 
MetrixGlobal LLC, November 2, 2001 “Case Study on the Return on Investment of Executive Coaching”
A study examined the effects of executive coaching in a public sector municipal agency. Managers underwent a conventional managerial training program, followed by 8 weeks of one-on-one executive coaching. Training - which included goal setting, collaborative problem solving, practice, feedback, supervisory involvement, evaluation of end-results, and a public presentation - increased productivity by 22.4%. Training combined with coaching increased productivity by 88%, a significantly greater gain compared to training alone. 
Public Personnel Management; Washington; Winter 1997; Gerald Olivero; K Denise Bane; Richard E Kopeirnan.

PhD researcher Gordon Spence found people in the individual and group-based (coaching) programs reported greater levels of goal attainment or progress towards goals, with those individually coached benefiting most.

SYDNEY MORNING HERALD, July 5, 2003 “Get a life: coaches telling us how to live”
What makes a coach?

The personal characteristics of a masterful coach are:


Giving Performance Feedback on Sensitive Issues

The Challenges of Giving Impact-full Feedback           [image: image4.wmf]
To take a coach-approach to feedback and be a valuable sounding board requires giving unambiguous, results-oriented feedback that combines encouragement with objectivity.

However, when people hear the words, “Can I give you some feedback” they almost always expect the worst. 

When someone offers feedback as blunt criticism, it can sound so harsh that the listener becomes defensive. They brace themselves, ready for bad news. They may then take it personally, or block it out completely. They buffer themselves against feedback, rather than letting it sink in and rising to the challenge of improving the situation.

In other instances, people avoid passing on valuable observations because it is of a sensitive nature, and difficult to broach.

It is challenging to be objective with sensitive subject matter to subordinates or peers, and even more complex when the recipient is someone who has the power to end your career! 

What are some examples of upward feedback you would like to give?

What additional complexities might come into play when feedback is given upwards, to an executive from their subordinate?

Scenario 1

Questions: 

What is the emotional reaction the recipient has?

What are they thinking, and feeling?

Scenario 2

Questions: 

How did the recipient feel this time?


What was done differently the second time?


III. Setting Up Effective Feedback Conversations       [image: image5.wmf]
90% of an effective feedback conversation involves setting up the conversation, preparing the recipient, and then checking afterwards that what you intended to say was heard and understood. Only 10% of the conversation is taken up with delivering the actual feedback. Mastering this conversational skill takes preparation and practice.

Step 1

 Share Your Commitment

Show that you are completely on their side by creating an empowering context to your feedback. Tell the recipient what’s in it for them, if they are prepared to listen.

“When you first spoke about the new initiative I was very excited. I share your commitment to this goal and I believe it can impact our profits the way we originally intended.”. 

“Over the past few weeks I’ve observed something that’s been going on with you. I’d like to bring to your attention because I think it could really make a difference to the project”.

Be generous and tell them if you are nervous or uncomfortable about what you want to say. This brings any unspoken hesitations out into the open, gets you both onto a level playing field, so that neither of you holds more power in the conversation.

“I’m a bit uncomfortable talking about it, because it could be a bit sensitive”.
Step 2

 Get Permission

Next check in that you have permission to delve into feedback, even if you think you already have it.

“Would you be interested to hear that feedback?”

“Would now be a good time to talk about it?”

“Are you in a place where you can really talk freely?”
Check the time and space are appropriate, and listen for their 100% agreement before proceeding to give feedback. Check the environment is suitable for a sensitive conversation. Be prepared to reschedule if necessary.

Step 3

Give Feedback

Just come out and say it.  Be succinct and concise. Aim to communicate your entire message in one sentence. 

“You've been absent from three out of our four meetings, and when you did attend, you seemed distracted, checking your pager throughout. Staff are now questioning whether they need to support this initiative”.

Be specific and use facts. Don’t generalize, for example” You never show up to meetings”.

Speak in a neutral tone, without any emotional charge. Check you are not adding your own opinions or judgments, like “You obviously don’t care anymore”. Just give the straight facts. Say it decisively, say it compassionately, and say it like it is.
Step 4

Check How It Landed                                 [image: image6.wmf]
Check sure your message was heard exactly as you intended.

“How did that land for you”

“Are you OK with hearing that from me?”

”What did you hear for yourself in that”

“What will you take away from this conversation?”
Continue checking in until you are certain your message feedback was heard and understood. Most upsets stem from miscommunication.

Step 5

Action Accountability

Rather than prescribing follow-up action, take the coach approach of asking recipient what they need to do.

“What could be done differently now that you are aware of this”

“Can I count on you for this?”

Agree on what action is to be taken, and set up accountability. Be specific as possible about the action and timeframe.

Step 6 
Check that the conversation has been completed        [image: image7.wmf]
Wrap up and close out the conversation before moving on, perhaps to clarifying an insight, or taking action. Ensure nothing was left unsaid.

‘Thank you for being willing to talk about this with me. it was uncomfortable at first. Is there anything else we need to cover before we wrap up this conversation?”

Summary
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Check that the conversation has been completed
Coaching skills to use during feedback conversations: 
· Get permission 

· Ask questions

· Authenticity and honesty 

· Speak concisely

· Actively listen.

What not to do:

· Assume permission

· Weasel out, waffle or beat around the bush

· Use judgments, opinions or highly emotive language

· Sugar-coat your message

· Lie or avoid the truth

· Leave a conversation without closure and alignment on next steps.

Reality check

“Is what I am saying and how I am saying it going to make a difference?”
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Notes: 
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